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Op-Ed: City and state lawmakers left vital
climate bills on the table

Cortney Koenig Worra

Bloomberg

We are coming off one of the weakest climate legislative sessions in Albany and New York City, writes Cortney Koenig Worrall,
president of the Waterfront Alliance.

Before Hurricane Sandy, most in the New York metropolitan region thought of climate change as a distant
possibility, unlikely to significantly affect anyone but future generations. Today New York City’s heat
waves, extreme rainfall, extreme flooding and milder winters are hard to miss. According to the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, as of July 9, 2024, 15 confirmed weather or climate disaster
events have hit the United States, each bringing more than $1 billion in costs to local economies. Worse,
the storms tragically claimed the lives of 106 people not including deaths from extreme heat.

As climate change-fueled economic losses mount, it's imperative that political, business, corporate and
local leaders understand that every investment in New York City, private or public, to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions and to adapt to climate change, is an investment in economic development and in the
economic futures of neighborhoods, people and the city. In fact, in geographies like New York, studies
show that for every dollar invested in climate resilience, six dollars are returned on the investment.



Yet the hard reality is that we are coming off one of the weakest climate legislative sessions in Albany and
New York City. Smart legislation that would clarify legal ambiguity for the state’s local water and sewer
authorities to manage stormwater — from Buffalo to New York City — made headway in the state Senate
but failed to move in the Assembly. This is a blow to the city’s ability to pay for major improvements that
would fix climate change-fueled flooding in neighborhoods and would help save properties and
livelihoods.

Good climate governance bills were also left on the table. This included a bill that would have established
an Office of Resilience and state chief resilience officer. Climate resilience leadership across agencies
would ultimately reduce confusion and conflicting mandates, cut red tape and prevent delayed decision-
making for any government operation or initiative that must deal with climate change.

And even worse, though the city recently finalized budget negotiations, we expect many coastal and
inland flood protection projects to be delayed or funding to be cut.

The Waterfront Alliance calls on leadership at every level — from the private to public sectors — to call for
four immediate next steps to prepare the city.

First, city officials must commit to and comply with Local Law 122. That means releasing an
understandable, actionable and publicly supported five-borough climate adaptation plan that includes a
roadmap for investments across the city, while prioritizing environmental justice communities. In the
absence of a roadmap, the city is at risk of pushing forward the wrong solutions and wasting
investments.

Next, the City Council needs to draft and pass legislation to create a permanent home for the newly
minted Bureau of Coastal Resilience within the New York City Department of Environmental Protection.
This office is the city’s key tool in adapting to the profound changes on coastal and waterfront edges and
will help capture the federal and state funding the city deserves for resilience projects. The bureau can be
a permanent part of the city’s climate strategy and help develop and implement Local Law 122.

The city must face the fact that some neighborhoods will no longer be suitable for residential and
commercial life. This is why it must double down on the earliest steps to create a voluntary, permanent
housing mobility and land adaptation program. Also called a "voluntary buyout program," the plan can
help keep residents, businesses and neighborhoods economically whole. The Waterfront Alliance recently
wrapped up participation in the Rainproof NYC collaboration with nonprofit partners as well as city and
state officials. We eagerly look forward to the expected request for proposals for a consulting team to
create this program.

Lastly the city must commit to requiring WEDG® (Waterfront Edge Design Guidelines) Verification for its
waterfront projects. Projects including South Battery Park City Resiliency and East Side Coastal
Resiliency are WEDG Verified, offering tremendous community, resilience and economic protections. This
program of the Waterfront Alliance incentivizes the most protective and ecologically sound coastal and
waterfront designs and can reduce flooding in adjacent properties and communities.

The hard truth is that we ignore climate change at the peril of the city’s economy and the futures of
millions of New Yorkers. Let’s get it done.

Cortney Koenig Worrall is president of the Waterfront Alliance.
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